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The Biological Unseen  



























































At 18:16 on the 21st of May 2016, a group of 
protocells performed in front of an audience in 
Helsing¿r, Denmark. An assemblage of chemis-
tries, olive oil, and paper money lye came to-
gether and formed, initially, a droplet which 
quickly fragmented into three protocells. Laying 
still for three seconds, they jittered and began a 
slow clamber following an invisible chemical gra-
dient. As they did, remnants of ashes in the lye 












At 18:16 on the 21st of May 2016, three people 
stand still behind three tables in a dark hall in 
front of an audience in Helsing¿r, Denmark. 
Wearing white overall defenders and gas masks, 
they perform a production line Ñ transmuting 
so-called inert matter into animation and back. 
They hack, torn and burn matter to produce 
ashes, fats, and oils, and combine them to pro-
duce protocells. As they do, they stream micro-
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els of living cells that possess some of their properties, 
such as metabolism, movement, replication, infor-

























































































































































































































































Account of the Performance 
7KHSHUIRUPDQFHZDVGHOLYHUHGRQVWRI0D\DW
Three performers, dressed in white overall 

guards and respirator masks, stand behind threeta-
bles. The stage is at the end of a dark industrial hall, 
audience gathering to their front. Action begins on the 
the left table. One of the performers turns the overhead 
lamp to reveal a working area arranged with trunk 
slices, timber, poppy plants, pieces of pork meat and 
bananas. She picks a serrated blade, strikes the trunk 
once, and follows with a back-and-forth movement until 
chunks begin to chip off. She reaches for the pork 
meat, lifts the knife as much as she can and strikes re-
peatedly to slice it, doing the same to hack away bana-
nas and poppy flowers. She reaches out and turns the 
overhead lamp off. As she drops the knife, images ap-
pear on the screen, flashing words²fire, energy, float-
ing, sacrifice, transition, opium, melting, inanimate, 
amoeba, vibrant, origin, collision, bio-thaumaturgy, sa-
ponification, preparation, gradience. Sounds picked up 
by the microphones are streamed to the speakers, 
mixed with a sine tone that picks up pace gradually. 
A second performer switches on the overhead light on 
the right-hand table. He picks up a sheet of paper 
money from a pile, carefully folds it into interlocking tri-
angles, and places it into a metal bucket. After repeat-
ing the action a few times, he slowly puts on a pair of 
orange gloves. He reaches for the bucket and burner, 
clicks the ignition and after a few failed starts, sets the 
contents of the bucket on fire. He then places the 
bucket on the table, stokes the fire, and looks on until 
it dies off. He switches off the overhead lamp. 
The first performer switches on the overhead lamp on 
the near end of the left table to reveal an assembly of 
glass beakers and funnels. She picks one of the con-
tainers full of rain water and pours it into a second one 
connected to a funnel. The process sieves the solution 
as the action is repeated across a number of contain-
ers. She grabs a handful of ashes, puts them in an 
empty beaker and soaks them with filtered water. She 
grabs a smaller beaker with lye, examines it to the light 
and swirls. She puts the container down on the table 
and switches off the light. 
The second performer switches on the light on the near 
end of the right table to reveal a hot plate, a sauce 
pan, glass plates and petri dishes. He picks lard, puts it 
into the sauce pan and then on the hot plate. Bubbling 
sounds quickly build up as it melts. The performer 
transfers the melting lard onto the dishes, replaces the 
sauce pan, turns off the hot plate and switches off the 
overhead light.  
Both performers walk to a central table, and switch on 
overhead lights on either side to reveal an array of 
beakers, a digital microscope, and a third performer 
behind a computer. The second performer places his 
hands on the dials on either side of the microscope. The 
first picks a petri dish prepared with oil and places it 
under the microscope. The video feed on the screen 
shows the microscope stage as she picks a plastic pi-
pette, lifts lye from one of the beakers, places a few 
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microscope. The second performer turns both dials in 
opposite directions to magnify and adjust the focus at 
the same time. The projected image shows a droplet 
that begins to break away, creating smaller ones that 
slowly wobbles and moves. The first performer signals 
to magnify, which reveals a fluttering membrane. An-
other protocell enters the image and seems to flicker 
back in response. The synthesised sound picks up 
rhythm, and the list of words flashes on top of the im-
age. The first performer moves the dish to haunt for 
the protocell which has left the image. The second per-
former signals and the image zooms out. As the micro-
scope goes up, the protocell shrinks and goes in and 
out of focus.  
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The image goes in and out of the plateÕs frame, show-
ing protocells shrinking and growing in size, constantly 
coming in and out of focus. After performing three petri 
dishes, the lights in the hall go on. The tables bear 
traces of used glassware and smear surfaces. The per-
formers remove their masks and address the audience. 





























































































IHUHQFHV²µclose up, the plumes are truly exquisite. A 
gauze in colour (É)¶WKHELUGORRNVLQWHQWO\DW$WWHQERU
RXJKDQGWULOOVEHIRUHWXUQLQJLWVEDFNRQWKHSUHVHQWHU
IODSSLQJLWVZLQJVµOf course, by the 18th century natu-































RIWRROVDQGPDWHULDOV6KHZULWHVWKDWµDccording to this 
view, the artist and craftsperson is the one who exer-
cises mastery over his/her tools and materials to pro-
duce an artwork. In harnessing means to ends, the art-
ist justifiably can sign her/his name as the one who has 




































federations that are able to function despite the persis-
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